THE EMPLOYER'S STANDPOINT
It has been found that employers want recruits who are going to be effective in a constantly changing world. In other words, they want people who not only can cope with change but also grow in it. They also want people who can apply their skills to a range of activities from the known to the unknown and to adapt to new approaches without resistance. For all this, employers demand that individuals be equipped with a set of desirable abilities, competencies and skills to fulfill the above requirements. An interesting observation is that technical skills specific to a particular occupation though essential have not figured high on the list of desirable attributes.
The grumbles of employers about the quality of recruits have been longstanding, though the evidence on the issue is uneven. (Hesketh, 2000) Dissatisfaction expressed by employers over lack of desirable abilities in the recruits led countries around the globe to identify firstly the sets of attributes and skills required by the employers and secondly if they are included in the education system that prepares the students for work. The surveys and projects in the last decade made efforts to identify and define these non-specific occupational skills, which employers want in their recruits. So, now it is known that employability requires much more than occupation-specific qualifications.
In the recent past, there has been an evolution of workplaces and their requirements. There were days when willingness to work and academic qualifications were all that were required to make a start of a career. Nowadays, in contrast to the past, work is no longer routine, repetitive or organized along hierarchical lines but has become more problem-oriented, flexible and organized. Entry level workers now need to operate independently, use skills to solve problems and take decisions at work. There is a climate of worker collaboration and team work necessitating the worker to be creative, flexible, possessing interpersonal skills along with managerial skills. Research found that employers value generic skills that are transferable to situations over specific occupational skills. (Baxter and Young, 1982) It is also found that employers emphasize that educators should take most of the responsibility for equipping young people with general skills, which allow effective participation in the workplace.
Greater automation of the workplace has led to the concept of the -knowledge worker‖. There is also the globalization factor. Current economy is also coming to be known as the -Global Knowledge based Economy‖ where mental ability adds value to work. The knowledge worker adds value to his work by mental activities. So, in addition to technical abilities the effectiveness of the knowledge worker depends on skills like analyzing and solving problems. Economic success is being largely attributed to this knowledge and to the knowledge workers. The present economic environment has made the employers demand not only highly skilled workers but also workers with a wider range of skills. Also, they do not want this wide range of skills to be skewed to a limited few managerial positions, but to be distributed normally across the entire population of employees.
UNPACKING EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS
Although employability skills are embedded in most courses throughout life, students often fail to relate them to the employment context. The employability skills are holistic in nature. They are related not only to secure work but also contribute to the work once acquired and assist in the development throughout the career span of an individual. Hence, it is important to relate to these skills developed beyond the context of education and look forward to utilizing them during one's career.
Employability skills can be categorized into skills that are needed to start a job and skills needed to perform well in a job, remain in employment and progress through the career. So, there are threshold employability skills and sustainable employability skills. Sustainable employability skills are needed to be acquired by individuals already in work for furthering their professional development. A positive attitude and reliability are the two qualities that employers identify as most important when hiring someone for entry level work (Regenstein et al., 1998). However, certain skills, such as communication skills and team work are required at all levels of employment and are crucial to both threshold and sustainable levels of employability. When an employee progresses from entry level of employability, competence in job-specific skills as well as skills of learning and career management acquire increasing importance.
It can be said that employability is definitely not about just helping people to get a job and is also not about creating new qualifications. Employability skills are indicative of an ability to operate in ambiguous situations and also imply that capable person can work effectively on unfamiliar problems in unfamiliar contexts as well as on familiar problems in familiar contexts. It can be said that employability skills, attributes and aptitudes are generic, which means they are not discipline-specific, although they need a discipline where they can be demonstrated. They are also called transferable skills since they are able to be transferred over and across disciplines.
EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS IN THE THRESHOLD OF 21ST CENTURY
The world started taking interest in skills in the later half of 20 th century, which learned in one context could fairly and readily transferred to another context. This concept was defined by Bridges Mayer's committee set up in 1991 by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry identified seven employment related key competencies: collecting; analyzing and organizing information; communicating ideas and information; planning and organizing activities; working with others and in teams; using mathematical ideas and techniques; solving problems; and using technology. These key competencies formed a firm foundation for the identification of skills required to successfully participate in the world of work.
Employers in an Australian study indicated that creativity and flair, independent and critical thinking, oral business communication skills and problem-solving capacity were the areas of generic skills with greatest perceived deficiencies. (Nelson, AC, 2000)
The Conference Board of Canada made a survey in Canada with a list of generic skills expected by employers before they hire new employees (who already possess the required technical skills). The Board called them the employability skills and has grouped them into three categories of foundation skills.
1. The fundamental skills are the skills needed as a base for further development.
2. The personal management skills are the personal skills, attitudes and behaviors that drive one's potential for growth.
3. The teamwork skills are the skills and attributes needed to contribute productively.
The range of requirements is reflected in employers' survey responses, with over90 per cent nominating that they look for people who are flexible and adaptive, willing to learn on the job, team workers, technically competent and committed to excellence (see figure) . Good communication skills, commitment to the company and work experience also rate very highly. These ‗soft' skills are even more important to firms when selecting trainee -two-thirds say that they look for technical skills in potential trainees and apprentices, but 100 per cent look for a positive attitude to work and willingness to learn and around 90 per cent look for communication skills and numeracy and literacy skills.
A comparison with results suggests that the importance of these skills is rising. Although high proportions of employers valued skills such as teamwork, the ability to learn and communication skills seven years ago, even higher proportions look for these skills in their employees and apprentices now. All of these attributes will remain important to employers in coming years.
WIDER PERSPECTIVES OF EMPLOYABILITY
The Australian Government firmly believes that enhancement of employee skills is fundamental to strategies required for the growth and competitiveness in the industry. The ACCI included the key Soft Skills for Enhancing Employability competencies such as team work and communication, problem-solving and technical skills, selfmanagement, learning, initiative and enterprise, also personal attributes like loyalty, integrity and a sense of humour. The ACCI, interestingly, does not support that personal traits to be taught or assessed, but advocate that they should be a part of an awareness raising activity only.
If students and their ability to respond to the changing needs of a rapidly developing labor market are viewed as valuable resources in the increasingly knowledge-based economy, we can think of employability as a product. But from a different perspective, employability can be considered a set of skills, knowledge and attributes required by all individuals for effective functioning at the workplace. Employability can be viewed to meet employer needs where in some employment contexts, the actual subject discipline may be relatively unimportant. Achievements outside the boundaries of the discipline are generally considered to be important in the recruitment of graduates. (Mantz, 2006) The shift from the times when employers sought to train and retain their employees, whenever the industry was restructured or when new industries were stimulated, is an interesting factor. Now, the responsibility for all this is shifted to individuals, who need to -up-skill‖ and also change direction in the face of opportunity and requirement. However, the structures and patterns of change are such that they do not allow any scope for predicting what type of skills will be required. Workers, therefore, require attributes, attitudes, capacities not only to adapt but also to continuously upgrade themselves through generic skills that can be transferred with ease across different settings.
According to various surveys, employability skills are also known as social skills, life skills, basic skills, people skills, transferable skills, generic skills, core skills, key skills, soft skills, personal skills, interpersonal skills, behavior skills etc. There is still confusion over the terminology used to describe these generic skills but generally the employers surveyed by various researchers spoke of similar sets of skills when they used these terms.
CONCLUSION
Although there seems to be no common definition for the term -soft skills‖, there seems to be a general agreement that they are related to people-oriented skills and self-management skills. And that the same skills are also instrumental in improving the productivity of workforce and increasingly linked to the employability of individuals.
The enhancement of these skills in individuals aims to achieve a process of continuous development rather than a single static outcome. Creating lifelong employment capabilities in individuals is a role found to be played by the enhancement of soft skills. Additionally, these skills aim to equip an individual with the ability not only to select a vocation, but to acquire a job and then retain the job.
